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Abstract
The purpose of this project is to examine the immensely popular post-Civil
War “Myth of the Lost Cause” which developed in the Southern states after the
Confederate defeat. Its primary tenet was the belief in a chivalric antebellum
Southern society, complete with genteel plantation owners, faithful slaves, and an
Edenic landscape. The myth also exalted the bravery of the Confederate soldier and
the quiet heroism of the belles left behind. This carefully crafted fantasy was the
product of an organized, sophisticated public relations campaign which originated in
the former Confederacy and was quickly adopted by other parts of the country. The
Lost Cause myth gained wide support at the time and its influence continues to be felt
in contemporary American society. As part of this project, I will trace the
development of the myth in the post-war Southern society, primarily through the
literature of the time, but also in social and religious organizations. Furthermore, I
will explore the connections between this mythology and the Scottish Highland myths
developed and expanded by Sir Walter Scott. Finally, I will examine how this mythic
background specifically influences the actions of William Faulkner’s Quentin
Compson in The Sound and the Fury and Walker Percy’s Lancelot Lamar in
Lancelot.
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Introduction
“To fail gloriously, or sometimes, if not gloriously, glamorously, is to die
temporarily, and assures an eternality of human interest frequently denied the
winner.” (Guthrie 49)
The fall of the Confederacy at the end of the Civil War had wide-ranging
consequences, some foreseen and others quite unexpected. The defeat of the
Southern rebels obviously meant the preservation of the Union and the end of slavery
as an American institution. It also began a period of reintegration and reconstruction
within the South as well as the North, with families reunited, homes and businesses
rebuilt, and infrastructures reorganized. All of these were anticipated outcomes for
both the victors and the defeated. One phenomenon, however, was not anticipated by
either side, though it had consequences felt even to the present day. This peculiarity
has come to be known as the “Myth of the Lost Cause” or the “Plantation Myth,” and
its power in the post-war South, and, surprisingly, the North as well, was
unmistakable. In this mythology, the defeated South was transformed from a mass of
intransigent, morally suspect, slave-holding rebels to gallant, lamented guardians of
manners and gentility. Visions of brave Confederate cavalry officers, their cherished
Southern belles, and the lush greenery of their elegant plantations superseded those
earlier images of mistreated slaves, cruel masters, and uncompromising Southern
politicians. Uncle Tom’s Cabin gave way to Scarlett and Rhett.
The irony of this picture is multifaceted. First, the overlay of this
romanticized picture upon an entire region of the country is somewhat misleading, as
most of those who fought for the Southern flag were not and had never been genteel
1

plantation owners. W. J. Cash, in his influential The Mind of the South, highlights the
irony in the popular perception of the Old South; despite all evidence to the contrary,
little of the mythology gives the audience any idea other than that all the Confederates
were of aristocratic lineage, all the belles were beautiful and gracious, and all the men
were swashbuckling cavalrymen (3). In reality, of course, few of those who fought
for the Gray were slave-holding plantation owners. Historian William C. Davis
estimates that of the one million Southern soldiers that fought in the war, 90% had
never owned a slave and had no economic interest in preserving that institution (183).
Additionally, as Carl Degler points out, there was by no means uniform support for
slavery or secession in the pre-war South, and, in fact, some 48,000 Southern
Unionists fought for the North (127). Finally, the idealized vision of the Old South
obviously neglects the viewpoint of a large number of Southerners, those former
slaves and their descendants whose voices are completely dismissed in the Lost Cause
mythology except as mouthpieces supporting the old regime.
There is also the matter of the Lost Cause’s origin; its roots lie not in the postCivil War South but across both the physical and temporal ocean in eighteenthcentury Scotland. In 1745, Prince Charles Edward of the House of Stuart led a small
force of Scottish rebels against the Hanoverian King George II. The failure of their
revolt was but a precursor to the success of the mythology that rose out of this defeat.
Half a century after the rebellion ended, Sir Walter Scott shaped their story into the
Scottish national myth—kilted Highlanders who bravely marched off to their doom,
wearing their honor as proudly as they wore their clans’ tartans. Scott’s stories
2

created such a picturesque ideal that even the British monarchy, the villains of the
drama, enthusiastically embraced its magic. The popularity of Scott’s novels in the
United States, especially in the Southern region, meant that the existence of source
material for the Southern myth was widespread. Its appeal made it ripe for
reinvention when the broken South found a need to boost the post-war Southern
morale. In much the same way as the Scots had grafted the Highland myth onto all of
Scotland, the former Confederates imposed the Plantation myth onto all of the South.
The merging of these two romantic identities revolutionized the mass perception of
the former Confederacy during the years of Reconstruction and into the twentieth
century.
The appeal of such a move should be obvious to any student of nineteenthcentury American history. The defeated South was in need of a way to soothe the
wounds of war. The bid for independence was over, much of the infrastructure was
destroyed, and the people were facing the realities of occupation, poverty, and the
loss of many of their young men. The only way to salvage much of anything from the
war was to believe that there had been some reason for the defeat and to highlight the
gloriousness of the cause and the gallantry of the lost soldiers. Whether this was an
organized effort to reconceptualize the late war is a topic of debate; I tend to agree
with historian David Blight, who points to the efforts of such organizations as the
United Confederate Veterans (UCV) and the United Daughters of the Confederacy
(UDC) as the prime impetus behind a highly calculated campaign (272). The UCV
and UDC began a vigorous effort to memorialize lost soldiers and control the
3

perception of the causes of the war almost as soon as the last shot was fired. Their
efforts were spectacularly successful, not only in the former Confederacy but also in
the homes of their former enemies. The Northern populace embraced the Southern
myth as vigorously as their Southern neighbors, both as a means of reconciliation and
as a coping mechanism for the accelerating problems of urban life in the Northern
cities. Blight notes that “the age of machines, rapid urbanization, and labor unrest
produced a huge audience for a literature of escape...and thousands of readers took
sentimental, imaginative journeys Southward and into idealized war zones, guided
and narrated by faithful slaves” (211). Blight also suggests that the desire to wash
away the bitter taste of war meant that the fantasy of the Lost Cause world served as a
type of “religion of nationhood” or a set of common “memories” that emphasized the
shared history of the two regions, which helped ease the transition back to a united
country (221).
The power of the myth is unmistakable, as its effects can be seen even in
contemporary American culture. What is less clear is how we as scholars should
view this myth. I suggest that although the myth was originally seen as a way to
soothe the wounds of war, its ultimate effect was to hamper the recovery from the war
in its immediate aftermath and subsequently served to trap future generations in a
backward-gazing malaise that stifled progress and development. The myth’s most
grievous offense, quite obviously, is the way it manages to sweep any moral
questions about slavery neatly under the parlor rug. A second damaging idea that the
myth fosters is that it provides a convenient excuse for many Southerners to wallow
4

in a stagnant past instead of embracing a promising future. Why try to improve
industry, expand educational opportunities, combat poverty, or support any “New
South” ideas when the best society that ever existed was destroyed?
As a native Mississippian, I’ve witnessed the power that these ideas hold even
in the present day, and I must admit that my interest in this project is intensely
personal. This fictional past was the unspoken background pattern in the fabric of my
small hometown. It was never discussed because there was never a need to discuss
what was accepted fact—that the world was a better place before the Yankees came
and that all the problems since that time could be traced to them. I never questioned
that assumption, never knew that the myth existed until I moved outside the South
and began to examine the root of many of my ideas with an outsider’s perspective. It
was only after I began to view my childhood with adult eyes that I came to realize
what a monumental influence this mythology had in my own life and the life of my
family. Although I am immensely proud to be a Mississippian and a Southerner, I
felt betrayed by the fiction that served as grounding for my worldview. Specifically, I
take issue with the stranglehold that these ideas hold in many rural parts of the South,
including my own little corner of Mississippi. The open hostility with which any
debate about race, religion, or history is greeted makes it impossible to produce wellinformed, broad-minded individuals. This type of singleminded devotion to a
monolithic vision of the past has driven many, like me, out of those quaint little towns
that we love. It is this sense of betrayal that drives me to examine more closely the
roots of this mythology and its power.
5

With this in mind, I’ve concluded that the Lost Cause myth must be accounted
for in any scholarly examination of that elusive creature called “The South” or the
literature that originates there. In this examination, I will focus on the roots and
development of the myth and examine its power through the product of two of the
South’s literary sons, William Faulkner and Walker Percy. It’s no surprise that the
myth was a powerful force in 1929, when Faulkner published The Sound and the
Fury. A half century later, however, the Lost Cause still maintained its attraction for
many as Percy demonstrated with his 1977 publication of Lancelot. In the worlds
Faulkner and Percy created, as is often true in the society at large, what people
believe happened in the past is much more important than what actually happened.
What is unfortunate in this scenario for those sons and daughters of the Lost Cause is
that an unshakable belief in a glorious mythological past can only set the scene for
disappointment in a present that refuses to conform to a world of fantasy. Faulkner
and Percy were both obviously aware of the pitfalls of this belief; Quentin Compson
and Lancelot Lamar are casualties of that ideology. They are the extreme examples
in a long line of unfortunate souls who placed their belief in a world that never
existed and thus failed to progress beyond a nostalgic stagnancy. Faulkner’s and
Percy’s creations are fiction, but they were all too often paralleled by real people
trapped forever in a world of lost causes and false dreams. These two writers and
many other Southern authors didn’t need to look far for inspiration; the casualties of
the War’s aftermath, generations of people unable to progress because of the false
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mythology crafted by their own Southern neighbors, lived on every corner in every
small town in the South, including mine, which just happens to be Faulkner’s own.

7

Chapter One
The Rise of the “Lost Cause”
“The memory of the war—not the conflict itself—has always been the focus of the
Lost Cause mentality. The Lost Cause has never been a celebration of the
Confederacy, but a monument to defeat.” (Connelly and Bellows 119)
“History” is a nebulous creature, impossible to illuminate fully by the
generations that follow. In its most innocent form, it is often tainted by fond memory.
Viewed in a more controversial light, what is presented as history can serve as
propaganda to conceal past wrongs. The chronicle of the pre-Civil War Southern
society can be seen as both and a thousand other manifestations, and it is rare to find
two historians who agree on the characteristics of the entity known as “The South”
both before and after that defining conflict. Although this lack of consensus reigns in
academia, a curious accord seems to have been reached in popular circles in the years
that followed the war, a harmony of perception that still exists for many in these
opening years of the twenty-first century. In the darkest years of the Reconstruction,
with the South in disarray and reeling from defeat, a small sliver of self-determination
managed to survive in the midst of the poverty, disease, and devastation. The
subdued South began to rewrite the history of the recent conflict with a decidedly
Confederate slant. Caroline McCracken-Flesher notes that a people dominated, or in
her words “colonized,” by another group “battle to tell their own tale, to assert a
reality distinct from that imposed by the intrusive power” (296). In her essay, she
refers to the Scottish people and their quest to regain national pride after the defeat of
Prince Charles Edward at Culloden in 1746, but the same motivation clearly applies
to the former Confederacy. While the South had been unsuccessful on the battlefield,
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they were fantastically successful in periodicals, newspapers, theaters, and books,
even north of the Mason-Dixon Line. The spirit of reconciliation that pervaded the
American populace made even Union strongholds clamor for positive images of their
former enemies. It is unusual for history to be written by the losers of a conflict, and
especially for that history to become the accepted interpretation despite evidence to
the contrary. Yet, through a curious combination of timing, literary skill, and sheer
persistence, the South did just that.
One of the first outlets for this newfound self-determination was fiction. In an
effort to satisfy the emerging national audience, an endless procession of gallant
soldiers in gray, gentle Southern belles, loyal family slaves, and magnolia-scented
plantations dripped from the pens of authors such as Thomas Nelson Page and Joel
Chandler Harris. Readers laughed at the cleverness of Harris’s Brer Rabbit and wept
over the loss of Page’s Marse Chan, and as they did so, images of blood-drenched
battlefields were replaced with those of a joyous Garden of Eden. In one sense, the
drive to produce plantation stories was purely economic; in a land ravaged by war and
struggling to rebuild, any industry that brought cash into the region was a worthwhile
endeavor. On the other hand, the myth served a much larger purpose, as Rollin
Osterweis suggests in his extensive study of the phenomenon:
It represented the postbellum adjustment of the old chivalric concepts
and the old idea of Southern cultural nationalism to the traumatic
experiences of devastation, defeat, poverty, and humiliation. It helped
to produce, by 1900, a Southern mind [...]. (Myth x)
9

This “Southern mind” allowed the defeated Southerners to regain a sense of identity
in the post-war chaos and also helped to reshape the sociopolitical perceptions of the
region by camouflaging both pre- and post-war injustices beneath a wash of
moonlight and magnolias.
Osterweis notes that one of the primary forces behind the dissemination of this
regional mythology was Scribner’s Monthly Magazine, later renamed The Century
Illustrated Monthly Magazine, which was based in New York City. In light of the
conciliatory spirit in both the Northern and Southern states, The Century and other
periodicals like it sought to emphasize the positive aspects of the former Rebel
stronghold. In 1873-74, the magazine put forth a series of articles about “the Great
South,” which highlighted the individual states and their particular charms as well as
featured short stories and poetry by Southern authors. The editor of the magazine,
Josiah Holland, took on the project in order “to spread before the nation, the
wonderful natural resources, the social conditions, and the political complications of a
region which needs but just, wise, and generous legislation [...] to make it a garden of
happiness and prosperity” (qtd. in Osterweis, Myth 32-33). The Century followed this
series with the immensely popular “Battles and Leaders of the Civil War,” which ran
from 1884 to 1887. This featured the essays of prominent military men and
recounted their memories and strategies in the pivotal battles of the conflict. Despite
the intentions of the magazine to present both the Northern and Southern
perspectives, there is little disagreement that the Southern military leaders were
perceived in a much more favorable light by the reading public. Whether that was the
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intention of the magazine or merely an excellent public relations campaign by the
former Confederate soldiers is the subject of some debate (Osterweis, Myth 66-91).
Once the series ran, however, the public generally embraced the ideas that the
Southern generals and commanders were far more skilled than their Northern
counterparts, that the Southern soldiers were the braver and more gallant force, and
that the eventual defeat was due to the overpowering numbers and financial resources
of the North and not to their superior tactics. Davis, in The Cause Lost: Myths and
Realities of the Confederacy, points out that there really is scant evidence to support
this point of view. He indicates that the vision of a solid South, fighting to the last
man to protect hearth and home, is contradicted by the reality of mass desertion and
by the large number of former Confederates lining up on the Union side by the end of
1863 (119). The supposedly superior Confederate leaders and troops were no more
able to maintain order and discipline in the face of adversity than their opposition.
They were just better at maintaining the appearance of such after the fact.
In addition to the periodical articles that appeared in The Century and other
journals, there was also the outpouring of fictional work concerning the war itself and
the antebellum Southern society. Sheldon Van Auken gathered information about the
rash of historical novels which appeared around the turn of the century. The public’s
appetite for historical fiction was ravenous, with around four hundred of this type of
novel appearing between 1895 and 1912, three hundred of those in the decade 18991908. Forty-seven from the latter period dealt with the Civil War and Reconstruction,
with the large majority written from a Southern perspective by white Southern
11

authors (160-161). Between the novels and the plantation stories of Harris and Page,
all geographical regions were immersed in life in the Old South. In fact, Harris’s
“Uncle Remus” tales maintained their power well into the twentieth century, as
evidenced by the popular Disney movie Song of the South produced in 1946. The
movie presents a romanticized picture of the post-war relations between the former
slaves and masters. Though the movie is no longer marketed by the Disney
Corporation, the tales of “Brer Rabbit” still hold a place in the public consciousness.
Southern poets (again white) were busily producing nostalgic works during
this period as well. As most of the poetry consisted of maudlin reflections on the late
defeat, very little of it is recognized for its literary worth today. Father Abram Ryan’s
“The Conquered Banner” is typical of the tone of this school of writing. The first
stanza is as follows:
Furl that Banner, for ‘tis weary;
Round its staff ‘tis drooping dreary;
Furl it, fold it, it is best:
For there’s not a man to wave it,
And there’s not a sword to save it,
And there is not one left to lave it
In the blood which heroes gave it;
And its foes now scorn and brave it;
Furl it, hide it—let it rest.
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Historian and critic Bertram Wyatt-Brown lambastes most of the late nineteenthcentury Southern poets, including Ryan, for their trite themes and overly sentimental
natures in his 2003 Hearts of Darkness. He attributes these to an exaggerated sense
of honor and a shared tendency toward melancholia amongst the poets, stating that
“most of its practitioners were enveloped in the misery of heavy depression” (96).
Though I think that he perhaps tries to apply this idea too broadly in his analysis (by
grouping too many writers under this single banner), his connection between
melancholy and honor neatly summarizes the struggles of twentieth-century creations
like Quentin Compson and Lancelot Lamar. I do not think, however, that the large
amount of sentimental poetry at the time all originates because of a widespread
depression in Southern society. Poetry was merely another outlet for the Lost Cause
devotees to develop their agenda in the receptive post-Reconstruction environment.
Although most of those Southern poets have fallen out of favor now, at the time,
Ryan, Sidney Lanier, Paul Hamilton Hayne, and Henry Timrod, as well as others,
were often printed and quoted in national periodicals. It is no surprise that their
popularity was especially strong amongst the United Daughters of the Confederacy
(Osterweis, Myth 92-101). Finally, another aspect of this literary concentration on
war themes, and especially Southern subjects, was the rash of theatrical productions
that appeared. Plays such as Shenandoah, The Heart of Maryland, May Blossom,
Held by the Enemy, and Secret Service: A Romance of the Southern Confederacy all
captured large audiences on Broadway. These war-themed productions, most with a
favorable slant toward the brave Southern belles and their beloved cavalrymen in
13

grey, delighted the viewing public with romanticized versions of the South and served
as precursors to the popularity of such works as Gone with the Wind.
Much of the influence of the Lost Cause mythology was transmitted through
fictional venues, but other avenues were utilized as well. Charles Reagan Wilson’s
work proposes that religion served as a cornerstone for the construction of the
ideology. In Baptized in Blood, he suggests that the idea of the Lost Cause was more
than just a way to romanticize the past for fictional purposes; he believes that it
became a civil religion in the South, a way to unite all the disparate churches and
denominations, and thus most of the population, under the banner of a single,
evangelical ideology. It is no coincidence, in this case, that the Bible Belt and the
former Confederacy occupy the same swath of land. It is also interesting to note that
the “religion” of the Lost Cause appeared to be more rabid amongst the heavily
evangelical Protestant churches, such as the Baptists, Methodists, and Presbyterians.
It should also be acknowledged that these denominations tended to have congregants
of the middle and lower classes, while the Episcopal Church tended to be dominated
by the planter class. It seems, then, that the citizens who never benefited from the
slave-holding economy were often the most passionately nostalgic for it after the fact.
Perhaps this was because the move for independence was for many people more than
just a political movement. It also had strong religious overtones, as many of the
Confederates believed that God supported their efforts rather than those of their
Northern counterparts. These ideas obviously became hard to explain when any
Southern reverses occurred. Connelly and Bellows note in God and General
14

Longstreet the widespread belief that all Confederate victories were rewards for
righteous behavior and all defeats were punishment for sins of commission or
omission by the troops, their leaders, and the community at large (12). When the
“Christian knights” were defeated by the Union troops, many saw this as a call for
revival and repentance, since it was undeniably some failure on the part of the
Confederates that had led to defeat and not the superior strength of the Union forces.
Rosa Coldfield verbalizes this line of thinking in Absalom, Absalom! in her
conversation with Quentin Compson:
But that our cause, our very life and future hopes and past pride,
should have been thrown into the balance with men like that [Thomas
Sutpen] to buttress it—men with valor and strength but without pity or
honor. Is it any wonder that Heaven saw fit to let us lose? (13)
This line of rationalization, that the South lost because the citizens weren’t worthy
enough to win, bolstered the call for religious revival in the region. The central text
for this religious renewal quickly became the Lost Cause mythology.
Since the former Confederates were limited in their political power after the
defeat, they were free to pour all their energies in the development of this new
religion. Though Blight points to the UDC and UCV as the main purveyors of the
developing cultural mythology, Wilson maintains that the leaders of this new
movement were the many clergymen who had supported the war effort from the
pulpit and often on the battlefield as either troop chaplains or as soldiers and
commanders (6). He contends that it was this religious core that led to the anointing
15

of Lee as a Christ-like figure and of the cult of Southern womanhood attaining the
status of the Madonna (46-48). Though I agree with Blight’s assertions about the role
of the memorial organizations in the spread of the mythology, I think that much of its
staying power can be found in Wilson’s ideas about civil religion. One needs only to
look to the control that many of the churches have in governing behavior, especially
in the more rural areas of the South, to see that religious organizations were the
perfect vehicle with which to spread ideas of the South’s glorious past. It is only one
of the many ironies that it was also in the churches, this time primarily those of
African-American congregants, that the move to reject the Lost Cause mythology
arose during the Civil Rights era.1
Since its inception, the Lost Cause mythology has proved to be a powerful
force in shaping the image of the South, both internally and outside its borders. There
were clearly several motivating factors in its creation and continued acceptance
through the years that followed. One aspect that is a little more concrete is the root of
the mythology. It is almost impossible to determine if the former Confederates were
aware of the tradition they were mimicking in the creation of the Lost Cause myth,
but it is not difficult to trace the origins of the sentiments and much of the
iconography to the Scottish Highlander myths crafted by Sir Walter Scott early in the

1

It should also be noted that the “civil religion” of abolition played an equally powerful role in the
North, both in the years leading up to the war and afterward. Those on the Union side felt just as
strongly as the Confederates that they were fighting with the approval of an Almighty God, and this
juxtaposition was noted by Abraham Lincoln in his Second Inaugural Address: “Both read the same
Bible, and pray to the same God; and each invokes His aid against the other. It may seem strange that
any men should dare to ask a just God's assistance in wringing their bread from the sweat of other
men's faces; but let us judge not that we be not judged. The prayers of both could not be answered; that
of neither has been answered fully. The Almighty has his own purposes.”
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nineteenth century. The popularity of Scott in the pre-war South and the similarities
in the fates of the Confederates and the Scots in their push for independence from
their wealthier, more industrialized neighbors made such transference almost
inevitable. To understand the connection, it is necessary to examine more closely the
history of the Scots and their centuries-long resistance to outside control.

17

Chapter Two
Scottish Roots
“Sir Walter had so large a hand in making Southern character, as it existed before
the war, that he is in great measure responsible for the war.” (Twain 469)
The history of Scotland is complex, often violent, and of immense interest to
the student of human psychology. While its European neighbors were settling down
into more centralized forms of government and commerce, Scotland existed in a state
of almost constant upheaval for centuries. Much of this was due to a clan structure of
loyalty and allegiance that dominated the Scottish way of life and made it challenging
to achieve any real unity and power as an independent nation. Despite their
resistance to a unified political structure, the Scots were in almost universal
agreement over their reluctance to allow others to interfere with their way of life.
This point James Webb emphasizes in Born Fighting, his study of the historical
impact of the Scots-Irish immigrants on American society. Webb’s text is a
combination of chronological history, autobiography, and sociopolitical commentary,
and his stated goal is to recognize the achievements of an often underrated, even
purposefully ignored, segment of the population. Not surprisingly, it is with a
somewhat belligerent tone that he traces the Scots-Irish people’s seemingly hereditary
resistance to authority, especially outside authority, all the way back to the tribes’
rebuff of the Roman invaders before the birth of Christ (26-31).
Scottish history is characterized primarily by war and turmoil, with the Scots
sometimes victorious in establishing some measure of independence and sometimes
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failing in that endeavor.2 For the purposes of this study, it seems appropriate to pick
up the story in the 14th century, shortly after the rise and fall of William Wallace as
the leader of the Scots warriors. His successor in that role, Robert the Bruce, led the
Scots to victory at Bannockburn in 1314 over the forces of Edward II. A brief time of
peace followed, in which a united, independent Scotland controlled its own borders
2

A brief summary of the events leading up to Robert the Bruce’s victory at Bannockburn is this: Picts,
Scots, Angles, and Britons battled amongst themselves for control in the first millennium, as well as
fought with Viking invaders who arrived on the Scottish shores in the 9th and 10th centuries. The Scots
and Picts eventually united to repel the Norsemen, and Kenneth MacAlpin became the first king of the
two tribes in the middle of the 9th century. A gradual separation of the Highland and Lowland cultures
took place over the next several centuries, with the Lowlanders drawing closer to their English
neighbors and the Highlanders clinging to their clan allegiances and their more warlike ways. England
and Scotland maintained separate monarchies, though with interconnections between the royal
families, over these years. This changed when Edward I of England decided to take a hand in events in
the late 13th century, leading to a battle for Scottish independence and the rise of two of Scotland’s
most recognizable leaders, William Wallace and Robert the Bruce (Gunn).
Edward first tried to take control of Scotland by arranging a marriage between his son and the
infant granddaughter of Alexander III of Scotland. Margaret, known as the “Maid of Norway,” died
on the trip from Scotland to England, leaving Scotland without a monarch. Two claimants to the
throne stood above the others, John Balliol and Robert Bruce; both had legitimate hereditary claims,
and so it seemed as if the issue would be decided by battle. Bishop William Fraser of St. Andrews
requested the intervention of Edward I, which he was all too happy to provide. Edward assembled
auditors from his own nobles as well as from both Balliol and Bruce to decide the issue, and with his
influence Balliol was proclaimed King of Scotland. He soon proved to be little more than a puppet for
Edward and lost the trust of his noblemen, who forced him into resisting the English monarchy. In
1296, Edward marched to the Scottish borders to try to assert his dominance over his recalcitrant
northern subjects (Paterson).
In the beginning, Edward’s forces proved to be more than a match for the disorganized Scots.
Much of his success was due to superior numbers, but the fact that many of the prominent Scottish
noblemen, including the Bruces, remained loyal to the English king and stayed out of the fray also
proved to be a boon. Edward’s massacre of the citizens of Berwick earned him the title “The Hammer
of Scotland,” and despite the surrender of Balliol in July of 1296, the memory of Edward’s unrelenting
cruelty provoked continued resistance amongst the populace. They found their leader in May of 1297,
when William Wallace killed William Heselrig, the English sheriff of Lanark. Wallace began to gain
popular support and then became the leader of the Scottish uprising against the English. In this, he had
intermittent support from the noblemen, including Robert Bruce, Earl of Carrick and grandson of the
Bruce who opposed John Balliol for the throne. Wallace led the Scotsmen to victory at Stirling in
September of 1297 and was appointed “Guardian of Scotland” shortly thereafter. The crushing defeat
he and the army suffered at Falkirk the following year was due to the withdrawal from the field in the
heat of battle by some of the Scottish noblemen, either at the direction of Edward or because of their
jealousy over Wallace’s popularity. Subsequently, Wallace lost most of his power, and when he was
finally captured and executed in 1305, his military role had dwindled to almost nothing. Robert Bruce
eventually seized the primary leadership role by killing his chief rival John Comyn and declaring
himself King of Scotland in 1306.
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and threw off the yoke of its English neighbors (Paterson 62-78). It is no wonder,
then, that some former Confederates during the Reconstruction era tried mightily to
link Robert E. Lee’s ancestry to that of Robert the Bruce (Connelly and Bellows 2).
The death of Robert the Bruce in 1333 set the stage for several hundred years of
struggle between the Scots and the English. The pattern of English dominance and
Scottish resistance seemed to repeat itself ad infinitum until the death of Elizabeth I
and the ascension of the Protestant James VI of Scotland to the English crown as
James I in 1603. Scotland was thereafter ruled from England and seemed to have
very little influence on political events, watching from afar the rise and fall of Oliver
Cromwell, the restoration of the monarchy, and the removal of the Catholic James II
in favor of the Protestant William and Mary in 1688. The official Treaty of Union
with England was signed in 1707, which stripped Scotland of virtually any chance of
independence or self-rule. Dissatisfaction with the situation deepened with growing
poverty and religious restrictions, especially in the Highland regions, and led to an
atmosphere ripe for revolt. When Prince Charles Edward, grandson of the deposed
James II, arrived on the shores of Scotland in 1745, many of the Scots were ready to
rebel in an attempt to restore the Stuart line. Charles Edward and his band
represented only one of several Stuart attempts to regain the throne, but his story is
the one that captured the public’s imagination, primarily because of the charismatic
young Prince himself.
The true history of Prince Charles Edward and his attempt to reclaim the
English and Scottish thrones has little of the elemental romance of the stories that
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have been passed down about it. The Prince arrived on the shores of Scotland from
France in the summer of 1745 with few resources, little money, and only a handful of
followers. Arthur Herman notes that the reaction from the Scots that greeted him was
not jubilation but absolute dismay (138). The Lowlanders had little interest in joining
him in his seemingly doomed quest, but the Highlanders, suffering under the trials of
poverty and governmental oppression, were more inclined to listen. Despite the fact
that the Hanoverians were Protestant, as were the Highland Scots, they began to
support the Catholic Charles Edward. It seems ironic that with all the religious
conflict between the Protestants and the Catholics at the time that they would choose
to do so. But, as the Anglican Church did everything in its power to suppress and
dominate the Presbyterian Scots, the reality was that the Highland Scots chose to
support an unknown governor over a known, oppressive one. In addition, as Murray
Pittock suggests, many of the Highlanders saw a link between the deposition of the
Stuarts and the loss of Scottish independence through the Treaty of Union (5). They
felt that restoring the previous royal line would make it easier to regain an
independent Scottish nation. Finally, another impetus behind their willingness to join
Bonnie Prince Charlie’s band has been argued by Webb; he suggests that the natural
warlike tendencies of the Scots, as well as their inculcated sense of allegiance to kith
and clan, made it impossible for them to draw back from any possibility of battle—
honor demanded no less.3
3

Webb’s suggestion that the Scots temperament is both hereditary and predictably volatile seems to be
a bit of an overgeneralization. However, as he makes this claim a central part of his argument, I felt it
important to include it as a possible motivating factor in the willingness of the Scots to support Charles
Edward’s rebellion.
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Colossal blunders by the English army allowed Charles Edward’s forces to
take Edinburgh without a fight and to triumph shortly thereafter at Prestonpans. At
that point, the Prince, flushed with his recent victory and inexperienced to boot,
decided to press on. His expectation of recruiting more Scots to the cause and his
dependence on aid from the French filled him with confidence, and he took his troops
in the direction of London. At this point, Herman suggests, the Scots fell into two
groups, neither willing to see the Prince take back the crown of England. The irony,
of course, is that the romanticized battle between England and Scotland that has been
passed down in tales was in reality more of a civil war amongst the Scots themselves.
For the Highlanders with the Prince, having a ruler in London, whether Stuart or
Hanover, meant much the same to them. Scotland would still remain under the rule
of an outside force. Though their pride would not allow them to abandon a fight, they
urged Charles Edward to be content with the gains he had made. Further, for the
Scottish merchant class, especially those closer to the English border, a change in
rulers would be detrimental to economic advances they were beginning to make.
With support decreasing in his own camp and opposition being organized among the
other Scots, Charles Edward was nearing an unhappy end to his quest to reclaim his
throne. A combination of Scottish and English troops retook Edinburgh, and shortly
thereafter, in April of 1746, Charles Edward’s forces were annihilated at Culloden
Moor by the Duke of Cumberland’s army, ending his quest for a restoration of the
Stuart monarchy.
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The actual history of the Forty-five uprising was short-lived and extremely
divisive amongst the Scots themselves. The rebellion’s demise was almost inevitable
from the start, considering the immense resources of those opposed to Charles
Edward’s quest. However, in the retelling of that history, a curious phenomenon took
place almost immediately. The flight of Bonnie Prince Charlie from the field of
Culloden, his concealment by some of the Highland Scots, and his eventual escape to
France lent an air of intrigue and high adventure to his enterprise. Where few
supported him in person as he pushed to reclaim the crown, many began to support
his legacy in absentia. The extreme measures by the Duke of Cumberland, including
the massacre of wounded Scots on the field and the terrorizing of the countryside
across Scotland as he and his troops searched for the escaped Prince, began to draw
the Scots together in a unified front. Laws passed by the English Parliament which
prevented Scots from owning weapons also forbade the wearing of tartans and kilts,
and the ban on the use of the Gaelic tongue served as well to cement a Scottish
nationalist feeling. In the years after the Jacobite uprising, Scotland prospered
economically and culturally, but the remnants of those feelings of national pride
lingered. Though Bonnie Prince Charlie and his followers experienced only shortlived success, their exploits proved to be fodder for a singularly influential writer.
Early in the nineteenth century, these events found a voice in the work of Sir Walter
Scott, who altered forever both the external and internal perceptions of what it meant
to be Scottish.
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The newfound economic success of Scotland at the end of the eighteenth
century was not without its pitfalls. As a country that had always struggled to define
a national identity, the close ties with England mandated by Scotland’s prosperity left
the Scots struggling even more with the question of whether their country was a
distinct entity and, moreover, if it could remain so. Pittock notes that “mythology can
be a kind of history favoured by the dispossessed” (5), and the very real possibility of
subsuming Scottish identity beneath an English facade led many to begin to search
for a national myth to embrace. Walter Scott provided that with the publication of
Waverley in 1814. It was the first of his novels that featured the romantic Scottish
cultural landscape that is familiar to contemporary tourists. Scott is credited with
reviving interest in such Scottish identifiers as kilts, tartans, bagpipes, Highland
dancing, Celtic music, Gaelic, and even haggis. He enlarged the legends of Wallace,
Bruce, Rob Roy, and Bonnie Prince Charlie to such an extent that they stand as
cultural signifiers for any and all things Scottish, even to the present day. The recent
success of Hollywood productions of Braveheart and Rob Roy stands as testament to
the longevity of Scott’s myth-making.
The novel Waverley itself, subtitled ‘Tis Sixty Years Since, relates the story of
young Edward Waverley, who joins the English army but gradually finds himself
swayed by the romantic Jacobite cause. He is susceptible to this for two reasons: his
indecisive nature, which makes him easily led by stronger personalities, and his
upbringing. He spent his youth reading and admiring adventure novels and hearing
stories of his ancestors’ heroic deeds. Richard Humphrey argues that Edward,
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trapped between an Hanoverian father and a Jacobite uncle, and with no real guidance
on either side, grows up to be the “archetypal shilly-shallier, making decisions on a
whim or letting events decide for him” (53). Despite becoming embroiled in the
uprising, he manages to escape the tragic fate of most of Charles Edward’s followers.
He instead returns to the conventional sphere of law-abiding citizen, marries the
dutiful Rose (as opposed to the Jacobite heroine Flora), and becomes the responsible
landowner who serves as the very antithesis of the wild, passionate Highlanders who
followed Bonnie Prince Charlie to their deaths. Despite his return to conventionality,
he does so as a changed man. Robert C. Gordon suggests that by marrying Rose and
acquiring her family’s estate near the Highlands, he lives on the edge of romance,
where he may “participate in a life that preserves feudal virtues and pleasures without
the physical and moral perils of feudal violence” (24).
As a novel, Waverley is entertaining, but as a cultural touchstone, it proved to
be a turning point in Scottish national identity. Many saw the novel as encouraging
Scotland to preserve its national heritage and break away from the union with
England. Walter Scott himself had no such purpose in mind. His use of characters
like Edward Waverley, who are detached from reality by romantic daydreams,
emphasizes that the Jacobite cause was driven by emotion, not reality. Scott himself
was essentially a realist, though not without his own romantic longings. Gordon
underscores this idea when he quotes a letter from Scott in which he basically says
that as a lawyer or a clergymen, he could not have defended Charles Edward’s cause,
but as a soldier, “I would I am sure against the conviction of my better reason have
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fought for him even to the bottom of the gallows” (qtd. in Gordon 13). Humphrey
suggests that Scott resembled Edward Waverley in the sense that both were political
Unionists but cultural Jacobites (70). This merged allegiance seems to be the best
compromise between the two competing interests because it allowed Scott, through
his fictional creations, to enjoy the romance of rebellion without having to deal with
the post-rebellion consequences. Despite any personal pull he may have felt to a life
of freedom-fighting and adventure, Walter Scott made sure that the mythology he
crafted was just that—a mythology meant to satiate any desire for heroic quests but
which would remain firmly in the realm of fantasy.
Scott’s primary motivation for writing Waverley and the novels that followed
was economic, both personal and national. Though a lawyer by training, he soon
realized he had a talent for literature and then began to see that he could capitalize on
that talent financially. Scott was able to gauge the public temperament and produce
for their consumption the type of literature that would appeal to the populace. In
doing so, he was also able to fulfill the Scottish nationalist longings, but he did so in
such a way that did not offend English readers. Part of the strategy behind the careful
crafting of novels like Waverley was to make sure that England, so much a part of the
Scottish financial establishment, remained content with the political climate in
Scotland. Although Scott wanted to create a distinct Scottish identity, he realized, as
did many of his countrymen, that Scotland’s economic well-being was tied to that of
England. Trying to separate the two would be disastrous for the Scottish economy. It
was with the intent of satisfying both the cultural longings and the economic realties
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that Sir Walter created his sentimental version of Scottish history. McCrackenFlesher indicates that this process of sentimentalizing the Jacobite uprising removed
the threat it posed to the English and to the Treaty of Union (300). Along those lines,
Devlin points to Scott’s use of detailed description and picturesque scenery; in doing
so, he sees Scott as indicating that Jacobitism is little more than a collection of
emblems and imagery, fine for romance but of little value in the real world (64).
Again the subject matter suggests a reverence for the old ways, but the treatment of
such also privileges the advances of the modern world and highlights the advantages
of the ties to England. Though it seems to be antithetical, the romanticized version,
with its subtle support for the way things are versus the way they were, appealed
strongly to the Scotsmen themselves. Some critics have suggested that this indicates
an essential element in the Scottish temperament, perhaps a pragmatism that allows
them to glorify a gallant past and yet remain firmly rooted in a present reality.
Pittock points to a strong Scottish cultural belief in the fates and the dominant idea
that Scottish history was best viewed elegiacally and in retrospect (54). In other
words, the Scottish temperament embraced the fight but also embraced a glorious and
gallant defeat as easily as they did a victory, maybe even more so. Finally, Scott also
settled any lingering discontent with the way the English handled the post-Jacobite
period by deemphasizing or ignoring the repression of the Parliamentary laws and the
brutality of the Duke of Cumberland after Culloden (Pittock 85).
Scott’s delicate handling of the English and Scottish egos was paralleled
closely by orator Henry Grady in the postbellum South. Grady, an Atlanta journalist
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and part owner of the Atlanta Constitution, gave a series of speeches between 1886
and 1889 that quickly launched him as the face of the “New South.” As many of
Grady’s speeches were delivered to Northern audiences, he capitalized on the
opportunity to present the South in a favorable light, as well as to mend any stillbroken fences with the Northern neighbors. Most of Grady’s speeches emphasized
similar themes. First and foremost was that the Confederate soldier was to be
honored for his bravery. In his famous oration “The New South,” which he first
delivered in New York in December of 1886, Grady invited his audience thus:
Let me picture to you the footsore Confederate soldier [...] as he turned
his face southward from Appomattox in April, 1865. Think of him as
ragged, half-starved, heavy-hearted, enfeebled by want and wounds,
having fought to exhaustion, he surrenders his gun, wrings the hands
of his comrades in silence, and lifting his tear-stained and pallid face
for the last time to the graves that dot old Virginia hills, pulls his gray
cap over his brow and begins the slow and painful journey. (29)
After crafting this romantic and sympathetic image, Grady moved on to highlight the
physical and fiscal improvements that had occurred in the South since the end of the
war. In this way he indicated to the wealthy Northern audience that the South was
ready to be reinvigorated by Northern capital investment. A third theme of the
speech was his assurance that the South was both capable of and willing to handle the
racial issue:
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It must be left to those among whom his [the former slave’s] lot is
cast, with whom he is indissolubly connected, and whose prosperity
depend upon their possessing his intelligent sympathy and confidence.
Faith has been kept with him, in spite of calumnious assertions to the
contrary by those who assume to speak for us or by frank opponents.
Faith will be kept with him in the future, if the South holds her reason
and integrity. (36)
Grady’s skill in mediating what would seem to be competing interests, or at least
competing sympathies, is reminiscent of Walter Scott’s gift for bolstering both the
Scottish nationalist sentiment while at the same time keeping the ties with England
strong. By emphasizing the valor of the Confederates, Grady satisfied his Southern
listeners. By highlighting the potential for wealth through newly developed industries
south of the Mason-Dixon, he stimulated an influx in Northern capital. Finally, in his
assurances that the newly-freed slaves could best be cared for by their former owners,
he soothed any abolitionist concerns while simultaneously promoting Southern
autonomy (and the subsequent segregated society) in the matter. Though Grady died
of pneumonia just as his popularity was at its apex, his verbal portrayal of a renewed
and loyal South maintained its power long after his death. He, like Walter Scott, was
able to tread the fine line between rebellion and submission and leave both sides
satisfied.
Back in Scotland, as Scott’s books gained a large reading audience, an
interesting phenomenon took place in regards to the history he fictionalized. Scott
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himself felt no pressure to record past events accurately, even if such a thing were
possible. For him, an idealized history served his purposes well. For his audience,
however, the idealized history that he created quickly became the accepted history. It
seemed to matter little that an incredibly complicated set of events, political
machinations, and regional differences were amalgamated into one heroic version of
the past. Differences between Lowland and Highland cultures were swept away, and
the romanticized Highland legends began to represent Scottish history in general. In
an even more ironic twist of events, the sentimentalized Highland myths were also
adopted by the English as part of their proud ancestral roots. Again, much of this is
due to the efforts of Sir Walter Scott and his organization of George IV’s trip to
Scotland in 1822, the first official visit from a seated monarch to Scotland since the
seventeenth century. The Hanoverian sovereign was embraced by the Scottish public
with all the enthusiasm that Bonnie Prince Charlie had hoped for almost a century
earlier. Bagpipers and kilted subjects welcomed the King in a display of pageantry
and “tradition,” treating him to a whirlwind tour of the idealized Scotland of Scott’s
novels. They even outfitted him in “authentic” Highland costume, ironically in the
Royal Stuart pattern, and the King reacted with all the zeal of a Jacobite convert
(Herman 315, McCracken-Flesher 309). When Victoria came to the throne in 1837,
she carried the English interest in all things Scottish one step further by purchasing
and then spending a great deal of time at Balmoral Castle in Aberdeenshire.
McCracken-Flesher notes the Queen’s enchantment with the Scottish mythology,
saying that Victoria “figured herself as a sentimental Jacobite and lamented dearly
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beloved Scott alongside dearly beloved Albert” (309). Scott had successfully
transformed a regional and inaccurate Scottish myth into a British national myth.
Perhaps doing so was not without its price, however. McCracken-Flesher
suggests that by structuring his mythology in such a manner as to protect the Scottish
economic underpinnings, Sir Walter destroyed any authentic Scottish cultural heritage
(310). She specifically notes that one of the victims of this “cultural colonization”
was the Calvinist narrative that is so integral to Scotland’s history. In her words,
Calvinism’s tensions between elect individual and covenanted nation
had defined and sustained Scottish subjectivity from the sixteenth
through the nineteenth centuries. Walter Scott had recognized that
when he chose Calvinism to reinvigorate the nineteenth-century
Scottish subject and even when he ejected disruptive doctrinal
Calvinism from the Calvinist sign. But Scott’s successors showed no
such awareness of Calvinism’s useful, if upsetting tensions; they did
not recognize them either to admit or suppress them; they recognized
no invigorating national purpose in them. Thus they harmonized
Calvinism’s oppositions, thereby robbing Scotland of the one narrative
with enough dynamism to withstand England’s colonizing tale. (310311)
It seems that in the Southern incarnation of the Lost Cause, the religious cycle was
repeated. The tensions between denominations were minimized, and a united front of
an evangelical civil religion was put forth instead. History, myth, religion—all
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became one large cultural soup which negated the unique and possibly “real” qualities
of each individual component.
McCracken-Flesher continues her indictment of Scott’s actions by suggesting
that the transformation of history into empty symbols pushed Scotland to became
further integrated into the English hegemony, and the “Scottishing” of England was
in fact the final “Englishing” of Scotland. Even at the time of George’s visit, the
economic advantages to the mythology were apparent. Herman notes that one of the
most recognizable of Scottish “traditions,” that of wearing clan tartans, was not in
fact historically accurate. There were differences in regional tartan patterns prior to
the nineteenth century, due mostly to the available materials, but the idea of each clan
having a unique pattern passed down from generation to generation was invented by
an enterprising merchant after George’s highly successful trip to the country (317).
While Scott’s intentions in writing his novels may have been to preserve a
sentimental nationalism without jeopardizing the financial success of his country, he
may have only succeeded in replacing a more accurate but less romantic history with
a touristy facade.
With this background of failed rebellions and sentimental mythology, the
parallels between Scotland and the American South are too numerous to ignore.
Given the fact that somewhere between 250,000 and 400,000 immigrants from
Scotland proper and the Ulster Plantation in Ireland settled in the American South
beginning in the early seventeenth century, it’s easy to see how the basic ideology of
this population was molded and formed to fit the new situation (Webb 16). With the
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same zeal that the Scots carved out a life in the unrelenting landscape of the
Highlands, they embraced the life of pioneers on the American frontier. They formed
their tight-knit family units, similar to the clan structure they adhered to in their
homeland, and scraped lives out of the wilderness. Herman notes that one reason the
Scots immigrants were so successful in the New World was that of its similarity to
the world they were familiar with back home, with “an Anglo-Saxon privileged elite
who dominated politics and government, an Anglicized urban middle class divided
into competing Protestant sects, Irish immigrant workers crowded into growing
industrial cities and an inaccessible interior governed by tribal warrior societies”
(387). I must note the irony that the working class Scots, who came to the New
World in many cases to escape the class system of England, brought with them the
raw materials for the most aristocratic and class-based of all American mythologies.
When the American Revolution started, most Scottish immigrants joined the
side of the upstarts. This was much to the chagrin of the Englishmen who had hoped
that the Scots would remain loyal to the crown, but the innate resistance to authority
that Webb noted in the Scots nature would not be denied. The pattern repeated itself
almost a hundred years later when the Civil War began. It was after the defeat of the
Confederacy that the mythological patterns of the Scottish Jacobites and the Southern
Rebels fully converge. In essence, the romanticized version of the plantation myth
which seized the public imagination was in reality an Americanized version of Scott’s
sentimentalized Scotland, with much of the same iconography and much the same
public impact.
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Not all observers felt that Scott’s influence was a positive one. In Life on the
Mississippi, Mark Twain had this to say:
Then comes Sir Walter with his enchantments, and by his single might
checks this wave of progress, and even turns it back; set the world in
love with dreams and phantoms; with decayed and swinish forms of
religion; with decayed and degraded systems of government; with the
sillinesses and emptinesses, sham grandeurs, sham gauds, and sham
chivalries of a brainless and worthless long-vanquished society. He
did measureless harm; more real and lasting harm, perhaps than any
other individual that ever wrote. Most of the world has now outlived
good part of these harms, though by no means all of them; but in our
South they flourish pretty forcefully still. [...] There, the genuine and
wholesome civilization of the nineteenth century is curiously confused
and commingled with the Walter Scott Middle-Age sham civilization
and so you have practical, common-sense, progressive ideas, and
progressive works, mixed up with the duel, the inflated speech and the
jejune romanticism of an absurd past that is dead, and out of charity
ought to be buried. [...] It was Sir Walter that made every gentleman
in the South a Major or a Colonel, or a General or a Judge, before the
war; and it was he, also, that made these gentlemen value those bogus
decorations. For it was he that created rank and caste down there, and
also reverence for rank and caste, and pride and pleasure in them.
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Enough is laid on slavery, without fathering it upon these creations and
contributions of Sir Walter. Sir Walter had so large a hand in making
Southern character, as it existed before the war, that he is in great
measure responsible for the war. (467-469)
Twain’s indictment against Scott (and evidently Ivanhoe) seems to be that he made
Southerners believe in the feasibility of a modern-day medieval feudal system, with
all the attendant emphasis on chivalry and honor. The trouble with that belief, of
course, is that few people ever envision themselves as the peasants—people always
sees themselves as the knights. This classist vision strongly contrasted with the
vision of America that most immigrants adopted. This was the land of the pioneers,
where the American dream was possible for all through hard work and sheer
persistence. Twain points out that Scott’s vision undermines that by exchanging
effort for empty ritual. In fiction, this type of mentality is an escape, but if taken to
heart, it leads to a culture of daydreaming, which Twain very pointedly accuses the
South of embracing.
Though later critics like Twain denigrated Scott, his work was incredibly
popular in pre-Civil War America. Over five million copies of his various novels
were sold in the U.S. in the first decade after the release of Waverley (Osterweis,
Romanticism 41). Many of those volumes were purchased in the South and helped
reinforce the preexisting cult of chivalry, as well as the growing ideas of nationalism
that slowly swelled into a call for secession from the Union. It is important to note
that it was not just the aristocratic Southerners who read Scott’s works; Osterweis
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points out that the novels were available in many price ranges, and those who were
literate on all socioeconomic levels were attracted to his idealized world
(Romanticism 43). For both slave-owning and non-slave-owning Southerners, it
seems Scott’s created mythology was not recognized for what it was, a
sentimentalized history intended to soothe and placate both Scottish and English
sensibilities. In the soon-to-be formed Confederacy, the Waverley ideals seemed to
take on a life of their own, becoming not only a pattern for honorable behavior but a
call for independence from outside oppressors. Though the novels were popular in
the North as well, the same type of reaction did not occur, though maybe the
willingness of the North to accept the post-war Southern mythology is some evidence
of Sir Walter’s influence. After the Confederate defeat, the failure of their push for
freedom led to a reshaping of Scott’s ideals and put the Southerners in much the same
position as the post-rebellion Jacobites. During Reconstruction, the same ideology
that carried them down the path to Civil War now helped them find a new identity in
the post-war chaos and destruction.
Many parallels exist in the way the sentimentalized history was molded and
utilized by Sir Walter Scott in his homeland and the way the defeated Confederates
crafted their own story in America. First is the obvious way in which the revised
history was not only accepted by the losers of the conflict but by the winners as well,
as evidenced by the aforementioned national success of plantation-themed fiction and
drama. The second clear parallel is the use of iconography in the process of “selffashioning” that both the Scots and the Southerners developed. The Scots used the
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“traditional” elements of tartans, kilts, bagpipes, Gaelic, and the romanticized version
of Bonnie Prince Charlie as touchstones in their development of a new/old national
identity. In a like manner, Southerners developed their own emblems to
commemorate the past and to maintain its power in the post-war society. Some of
these elements were adopted directly from the Scottish tradition, such as the pre-war
incorporation of St. Andrew’s Cross into the Confederate battle flag and the post-war
use of the Fiery Cross. The Fiery Cross was originally a way the Highlanders
communicated with each other during times of war, but it was put to more sinister use
in the South by the Ku Klux Klan (Pittock 112). The additional element of the term
“klansmen” and its Scottish roots should also be noted. Besides adopting some of the
Scottish iconography, the Southerners also developed their own. It was rare to find a
Southern town square in the years following the war that did not have some type of
Confederate memorial prominently displayed. Whether this was a statue of a gallant
leader, often Robert E. Lee, or a commemorative piece dedicated to the soldiers who
had perished, these types of monuments were often installed before the towns
themselves had been rebuilt from the ravages of war. Many of these monuments
were sponsored by various historical societies, like the UDC, which served much the
same purpose in celebrating the glories of the past as their Scottish counterparts, the
Antiquarian, Highland, and Celtic historical societies.
In contemporary America, the two romantic mythologies of Scotland and the
Confederacy have converged to such an extent that individuals who subscribe to one
very likely subscribe to the other. Anthropologist Celeste Ray has done an extensive
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exploration of the Scottish Heritage Celebrations in the United States; she notes that
such events have expanded exponentially in the latter half of the twentieth century,
especially in the southern states (Ray, Highland 2). At these events, it is often
common to see participants dressed in a combination of tartan kilt and Confederate
gray and not at all unusual to have the Confederate battle flag flying side by side with
the Scottish national flag or one of the clans’ emblems. In fact, some see their
heritage as a seamless flow from one history to the next, from Jacobite to Confederate
in an unbroken line (Ray, “Thigibh!” 259). Furthermore, Ray notes that many join
together in what John Shelton Reed called a “grievance identity” (83) in which they
remember the past wrongs perpetuated upon them for generations:
Grievances of southern Scots include the saga of legal, economic, and
cultural repression of Highlanders, the Hanoverian Duke of
Cumberland’s butchery, and subsequent eviction and forced
immigration; southern stories relate parallel grievances of Sherman’s
March, Republican-implemented “Reconstruction,” and carpetbaggers.
These motifs subtly merge in commemorative rituals, storytelling,
song, and general discourse about ancestral experience [...].
(“Thigibh!” 263)
In the process of doing so, the heroic virtues of both cultures become more than a
myth; they become a birthright. The Heritage Celebrations keep both factual and
sentimental versions of these histories alive and ensure their survival to the next
generation.
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In addition to creating a heroic image to succor wounded pride in the period
following the war, the South also managed to create a cottage industry. In much the
same way that Sir Walter Scott’s novels and his organization of George IV’s visit led
to a booming Scottish tourist trade, so did the South begin to create its own tourism
empire. In the period following Reconstruction, once the cities and towns began to
recover from the physical impact of war, attractions such as battlefield excursions,
antebellum home tours, and the conversion of old plantation homes into bed and
breakfasts began to bring much needed income back into the region. Large-scale
veterans’ gatherings at the time generated as much interest as contemporary Civil
War conventions, battle reenactments, and memorabilia sales today. At the turn of
the century, both professional and amateur historians drove the interest in these types
of endeavors by starting the deluge of Civil War related publications, a practice that
continues through the present as seen in the success of such works as Shelby Foote’s
comprehensive Civil War set and the highly popular documentary The Civil War by
filmmaker Ken Burns. Lecturers like Grady traveled around the country, speaking to
both Northern and Southern audiences and analyzing the implications of the war itself
and its aftermath to the eager public. Armchair generals have debated ad nauseam the
decisions that were made in the heat of battle, especially Pickett’s charge at
Gettysburg, in much the same way as Charles Edward’s decision to delay his advance
from Derby was endlessly critiqued by generations of Scots and pseudo-Scots after
the fact. Those who have made their living from the “what-ifs” of history have
carved their own niche in the post-war financial bonanza of tourism, trade, and
39

literary speculation. Guthrie suggests that the continued interest in the Scottish
rebellion of 1745 proved that “Jacobitism was not merely the fancy of a decade, but
the avocation of a generation” (52). It seems apparent that the same tag can be
applied to the Lost Cause disciples, though the influence of the mythology has
stretched well beyond the century and a half mark.
In his analysis of Scott’s development of the historical novel, Humphrey
points to historian G. M. Trevelyan’s idea that “historical fiction is not history, but it
springs from history and reacts upon it” (qtd in Humphrey 74). I would argue that
fiction has the power to reverse that, not to react to history but to create it. Authors
like Sir Walter Scott and his Highlander myths and the American, especially
Southern, writers who address the Lost Cause mythology are not only writing about
those idealized histories but actually creating them. The public responds by adopting
the fictional representation as real, with often tragic results. I contend that this
carefully crafted picture of the Southern garden trapped many people in a fantasy
world and kept them from learning how to adapt to modernity. Too much time spent
lamenting a lost civilization meant that many had ready-made excuses for continued
poverty, racial tension, and an undereducated population. As a reaction to this and to
the writers who created the myth, some authors have used the backdrop of the
mythology to expose a fundamental flaw in the Southern mentality. Two of the most
prominent examples are William Faulkner and Walker Percy, though they deal with
the myth in very different ways. Faulkner gives us an early twentieth-century world
of decayed aristocrats and crass “New Southerners,” while Percy paints a late
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twentieth-century picture of modern decadence amid strip malls and fast food joints.
In each picture, their characters struggle to integrate old and new; Quentin Compson
and Lancelot Lamar seek to reconcile the visions of Lost Causes ingrained in their
culture with the contrasting reality of the world around them. In each case, these
characters are spectacular in their failure to achieve a harmony between old and new;
the result is their inability to function in a world where the history fed to them is
merely fantasy.
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Chapter Three
Faulkner, Quentin, and the Heavy Weight of Myth
“I give it to you not that you may remember time, but that you might forget it now and
then for a moment and not spend all your breath trying to conquer it.” (Faulkner, The Sound
and the Fury 47)

My first reaction to reading Faulkner’s Appendix to The Sound and the Fury
was a nagging question about what seemed to be an inescapable trait in the Compson
genetic code. Why did the Compsons always pick the losing side? From Jacobite to
Tory to Confederate, the Compson family repeatedly chose poorly when it came time
to swear allegiances and go to battle. Was this merely an unlucky family trait, or in
representing this, was Faulkner making a more comprehensive statement about
Southerners in general? When we keep in mind the Scottish roots of so many of the
South’s inhabitants and the reverential way Scott’s doomed Highlanders were
regarded, it seems that the Confederates were destined to be victorious regardless of
how the Civil War turned out--either they gained independence or they became the
romantic, tragic heroes of legend. Sixty years later, Faulkner and his fellow
Southerners found themselves still immersed in the aura of past glory; the myth
united the collective conscious and unconscious minds of most members of the
society. It is quite clear that Faulkner recognized its power as many of his characters,
most strikingly Quentin Compson, struggle under the influence of its romanticized
past. While characters like Edward Waverley are able to experience the romance of
the Jacobite adventure and then return to the conventional world of English
respectability, a Quentin Compson can become so enmeshed with the Lost Causes of
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his region, his family, and his sister’s virginity that he cannot function in the world of
change and movement that surrounds him.
Before I embark upon my discussion of the Compsons’ cyclical history, I
must address the obvious question about the purpose of Faulkner’s Appendix. For
some critics, Faulkner’s penning of it is problematic; they feel that its inclusion in
some way alters the original story and detracts from its complexity, especially since it
was crafted some sixteen years after the publication of the novel.4 For example,
Stacy Burton finds the “omniscient position [of the Appendix] strikingly at odds with
the novel’s distinctly limited narrative points of view” (606) and laments the fact that
since its publication “most of the best-known phrases and lines of interpretation in
The Sound and the Fury criticism come from Faulkner’s retrospective comments
rather than from the text of the novel itself” (607). Critic Philip Novak states his
rejection of the Appendix in stronger terms when he says that “Faulkner’s
commentary on his work is invariably less interesting and less sophisticated than the
work itself” (qtd. in Burton 607). Thadious Davis raises a whole new set of issues
with her take on the Appendix, highlighting Faulkner’s emphasis on the male
Compsons and his perfunctory coverage of both the women and the non-white
characters (238). Although I too find the Appendix somewhat unsatisfactory in its
4

The fact that there’s such a large time gap between The Sound and the Fury and its Appendix seems
to lead to accusations of Faulkner’s trying to exercise too much control over his creation. Given my
understanding of Faulkner’s personality, I can’t fault those critics who submit that particular claim.
However, I tend to see the Appendix as more of an exercise in speculation. With such complexity to
the novel and its characters, I wouldn’t be surprised if the Appendix is more along the lines of
Faulkner’s own search for what drives his characters’ actions because I’m not convinced that he
understood them completely either. If that was the case, I don’t know if he was successful in his
endeavor, but he certainly gave the rest of us plenty to think about and discuss.
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presentation of the novel’s main characters and I agree with many of Davis’s points
on gender and race, I feel it is informative in its tracing of how the Compsons’ past
led them to their current state of disarray. In my opinion, understanding the Compson
family’s past is vital in understanding the motivations and relationships of the current
generation, just as knowledge of the Lost Cause myth is essential in grasping the
power of its influence on those who grew up within its circle. For the Compsons, the
past is the ever-present looming backdrop which family members either use as a
touchstone or actively seek to ignore. Regardless of their stance, the past for this
family requires action—it cannot be dismissed. Even if they tried to do so, each time
they step into the town square and see the statue of the Confederate soldier, the past
intrudes once more into their world.
In the novel, Faulkner draws a clear distinction between those who try to
relive the past and those who try to relinquish it; he and his characters center this
division on the differentiation between Compsons and Bascombs. Mrs. Compson
takes great pride in the fact that she is a Bascomb and therefore different from a
Compson: “Thank God you are not a Compson,” she tells her son Jason, “because all
I have left now is you and Maury” (121). Despite her claims to the contrary,
however, Mrs. Compson does adopt the Compson characteristics when convenient;
H.P. Absalom points out, for instance, that she “withdraws into a world of faded
gentility and hypochondriac seclusion whenever the real world intrudes too harshly”
(151). Her fictional creation of the past rivals Quentin’s in its utopian quality, though
her motivations are different. She retreats to the past for selfish reasons, to try to
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avoid the responsibilities of wife and mother. Quentin, in contrast, retreats there to
take on new responsibilities—for his sister, his family, and his Southern society.
Quentin, like most of the blood Compsons, is complicated, obsessed by past glory,
and apt to live by abstractions. “Bascombs” like Jason see solutions to problems,
such as what to do with Benjy, in simple but coldly selfish terms: if it doesn’t make
money, it doesn’t belong. He also recognizes that ideas like his “would have been too
simple for a Compson to think of” (158). Furthermore, the Compson complexities
are not just apparent in the present generation; they are apparent in all of the past
generations that Faulkner highlights in his Appendix.
The first Compson mentioned, Quentin MacLachlan Compson, fled from
Culloden to the fledgling colonies in America and brought with him the remnants of a
proud, unbending belief in the rightness of the Cause. The Compsons’ obsession with
the romance of a tragic defeat is thus apparent from the beginning. To fight the
glorious fight is the goal; less important is the justice of the cause or the possibility of
ultimate victory. Quentin’s son, Charles Stuart Compson, finds himself in the same
situation. He fights for the British in the American Revolution but finds himself
unsatisfied after the war when there is no longer glory to be won on the battlefield.
Charles Stuart followed his military career with a brief stint as a schoolteacher before
giving up to become “the gambler he actually was and which no Compson seemed to
realize they all were” (226). The idea of Compsons being gamblers is pivotal to
understanding much about their nature. Compsons embraced the thrill of the risk,
especially the risk of war, because it carried them beyond the mundane and everyday.
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No man ever had songs written about him or statues erected in his image by being a
farmer. It’s also important to note that the Compsons don’t realize that they’re
gamblers; there’s an aspect of self-knowledge that seems to escape them. The present
Quentin, for example, can’t understand what motivates him and thus latches on to
Caddy’s virginity as his cause, his religion, his identity. He must have something
external to ground him because he doesn’t understand his essential nature enough to
do so internally. His brother Jason, on the other hand, knows exactly what drives
himself; he is no gambler because he doesn’t need to be. His self-awareness means
he doesn’t have to latch on blindly to whatever risky situation comes his way; his
cold calculating nature never leaves him in doubt as to where he stands. As for their
ancestor, Charles Stuart’s gamble involved embracing a plot whereby the Mississippi
Valley would secede from the newly formed states and unite with Spain; as the plot
came to nothing, Charles Stuart found himself an exile and a fugitive.
In part to repair his father’s misfortunes, Jason Lycurgus Compson settles in a
remote portion of Mississippi and builds an empire. He takes ingenuity and the
possession of a fast mare and turns it into the Compson Mile, which is “fit to breed
princes, statesmen and generals and bishops” (227) and not the least of which, “to
avenge the dispossessed Compsons from Culloden and Carolina and Kentucky”
(227). Jason aims to reclaim the past glory of the Compsons, but, ironically, there is
no past glory to reclaim. The Compsons have been fugitives for two generations,
failures in war and in peace. Much as the embracers of the Lost Cause sought to
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reclaim the glories of the perished society, Jason’s construction of a monument to his
ancestors is a shrine to gamblers who have lost.
In Jason and his son Quentin II, we see the brief glorious period in the
Compson history. Jason has conquered and built an empire, and his son enjoys the
final ascendancy of power and prestige when he is elected Governor of Mississippi.
The influence of the Compsons begins its slow downward spiral with the next
generation, General Jason Lycurgus II of the Confederate Army. Once again the
Compsons find themselves on the wrong side, and General Compson contributed to
the cause being lost when he “failed at Shiloh in ’62 and failed again though not so
badly at Resaca in ‘64” (227). By 1864, the Confederate cause teetered on the brink
of defeat; a loss then caused less damage to the overall campaign than a loss in 1862
would have caused. Already the pattern of the post-War mentality comes into play;
in the present day, we would term the process as “spin-doctoring.” General
Compson’s loss at Resaca becomes part of the saga of brave but tragic men who were
honorable and praiseworthy in defeat. When the inevitable fall of the rebellion
became apparent, the populace united to put the best face possible on the ignominy of
defeat. The General spends the last forty years of his life selling off the pride of the
Compsons, the Mile, to a Yankee carpetbagger and living off the reputation of once
being a governor’s son.
General Compson’s son, Jason Lycurgus III, shows little of the ingenuity and
ruthlessness that made his ancestor, Jason I, the founder of an empire. He becomes a
second-rate lawyer in a dusty little town that no longer has any influence on the
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outside world. He finishes what his father started and sells the rest of his patrimony
to uphold the semblance of Compson intellectual and social superiority, but it is only
an illusion. The Compsons under Jason III complete the unraveling process, in many
ways because of Jason’s refusal to engage the world and adapt to the changed
fortunes of the family. He tries to perform the role of cynic and philosopher, but his
lack of interest makes it a weak performance at best. Far more is mangled in his life
than his misquotation of the “reducto absurdum [sic]”(47) argument in his discussion
with Quentin. As such, he gives his children no guidance on living productive lives
in the new century and no method for assimilating and processing the function of the
past. André Bleikasten categorizes his failure in terms of his relationship with
history:
Through his father, he [Quentin] is heir to the Southern tradition, to its
code of honor with all the aristocratic and puritanical standards it
implies. When this pattern of values is passed on, however, it has
already lost its authority, the more so in this case as the appointed
transmitter of the Southern creed is an inveterate skeptic. (278)
The Appendix, then, provides us with a pattern of the Compson fortunes over
time; though there were times when the family basked in power and influence, the
primary story is of ineffectiveness and loss. Mary Jane Dickerson emphasizes the
fact that Compsons “were on the losing side in each war, from the doomed Scottish
uprising in 1745 to the conjecture surrounding Caddy’s apparent liaison with the
German military officer of World War II” (260). Just as the first Jason founded an
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empire to glorify a history of gamblers and fugitives, Quentin embraces the code of
honor created by his family of failures and the defeated Confederates.
Donald M. Kartiganer notes that many of the families in Faulkner’s novels
follow a three-tiered pattern, sometimes neatly generational as in father-son-grandson
but not always. The first tier Kartiganer terms as the founder, who “haunts
everything that is future to his own present” (383). All of the future generations feel
the force of the founder’s legacy, and none is able to bear the weight of the past goldstandard of power and creation. The second tier responds by “undermining the
fundamental principles of the father and reversing them into an entirely new
direction” (383). This moral reversal marks the beginning of a decline, usually
prompted by the fact that the second-tier representative struggles to create a unique
place for himself within the shadow of the past. Finally, the third-tier member
attempts to return to the glories of the founder in what Kartiganer calls a “turn to the
aesthetic...some form of imaginative venture that is more fantasy than act, more
gesture than real irrevocable deed” (384). In the story of the Compsons, we have this
downward progression into fantasy which culminates in Quentin’s suicide. Faulkner
himself highlighted the pattern in a 1957 graduate course at the University of
Virginia:
It was the—the basic failure Quentin inherited through his father, or
beyond his father. It was a—something that happened somewhere
between the first Compson and Quentin. The first Compson was a
bold ruthless man who came into Mississippi as a free forester to grasp
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where and when he could and wanted to, and established what should
have been a princely line, and that princely line decayed. (242)
Quentin struggles to perpetuate the mythical accomplishments of his ancestors and
the eulogized stalwarts of the lost Confederacy; he fulfills the third tier that
Kartiganer sketches out. His descent into fantasy and mere gesture in his attempt to
reclaim the past leave him with no options other than removing himself completely
from time. The irony, of course, is that the past he tries to emulate never really
existed.
Quentin’s section of The Sound and the Fury focuses on his obsession with
his sister Caddy and her promiscuity, his enactment of being trapped in the Lost
Cause mentality. The position of women in the ideology was vital for several
reasons. First, women occupied an honored role in the memorialization of the war
both as icons and worshippers at the altar of the past. Most commemorative speeches
included some gesture toward the bravery and stoicism of the women during the war,
and it was often the women’s organizations that were the primary forces behind the
spread of the ideology. Women and specifically the purity of the Southern woman
also played an important role in the suppression of the African-American male.
Many lynchings were the result of an accusation of some impropriety by a black male
in regards to a white female. Finally, the woman’s place in the Lost Cause ideology
was in many ways a substitute for the South itself. References to the region were
almost always feminine and the picture of the proud, unbowed Lady South became as
universal as the metaphoric function of the Statue of Liberty for the United States.
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Quentin’s obsession with Caddy’s sexuality, therefore, is not surprising for a
white Southern male raised in his day and age. He cannot move past the loss of her
virginity, even though his father tells him that virginity is just a word and “purity is a
negative state and therefore contrary to nature” (71). Jason, Sr.’s casual dismissal of
his daughter’s sexual experience should also be questioned; despite his appearance of
cynical acceptance, he too is still a product of his time. The fact that he drowns any
reactions to life in the bottom of a whiskey glass should make us suspect that his
nonchalance is not quite as complete as he tries to make it appear. As for Quentin, he
shows a reaction to Caddy’s actions, but he cannot move beyond a purely theoretical
response. His reaction to Caddy mimics his reaction to the South at the end of
Absalom, Absalom! Shreve, his Canadian roommate, asks him, “Why do you hate the
South?” and Quentin replies:
“I dont hate it,” Quentin said, quickly, at once, immediately; “I dont
hate it,” he said. I dont hate it he thought, panting in the cold air, the
iron New England dark: I dont. I dont! I dont hate it! I dont hate it!
(303)
Quentin merges his feelings about Caddy and the South in a similar manner to how
the Lost Cause merged the identities of the Southern lady and the South itself.
Quentin can’t release the past and he can’t replicate it; in his impotence regarding
history, he focuses his energies on Caddy, but once again he is trapped by inaction.
Caddy chooses sexual experience, but he cannot choose anything. He cannot revenge
himself upon her lovers, he cannot kill Caddy for her dishonor, and he cannot dismiss
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the wretched state of his shame over her actions. Jason Sr. tells Quentin that he will
be able to accept that abstract conceptions like purity and honor are just words once
he realizes that “tragedy is second-hand” (71), but Quentin refuses to be swayed.
Like many of his fellow Southerners, Quentin has absorbed the persuasive claims of
the Old South: men should be guided by honor and must protect the innocent flowers
of Southern womanhood that are under their care. In addition to this, the Lost Cause
mythology assumes manliness in its standard-bearers; Quentin feels he must uphold
its tradition of bravery and strength to protect his vision of his own manhood, which
has suffered from his lack of sexual experience and his physical weakness in his
fights with Dalton Ames and, later, Gerald Bland. If he can but fulfill the
requirements of historical precedence, then he can reclaim his masculinity.
Unfortunately for Quentin, the model of the past does not hold the meaning he thinks
it does. Myra Jehlen states:
If he [Quentin] attaches undue symbolic value to his sister’s virginity,
it is less for the sake of cavalier values than out of a need for a point of
moral reference amid the increasing anomie of his surroundings. But,
as if coming closer to the reality of the cavalier’s inadequacy had
triggered a general skepticism in Faulkner, The Sound and the Fury is
at once tentatively historical and uncertain about the significance of
history. (41)
Quentin wrestles with these ideas of history; if history has no meaning, as his father
suggests, then he has no purpose. If Quentin is forced to recognize that his ancestors
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were not the romantic figures he has been taught to admire, if he has to reconcile
himself to the fact that his sister does not require or desire his defense of her purity,
and if his father is correct when he says that “no battle is ever won [...] they are not
even fought [...] victory is an illusion of philosophers and fools” (Faulkner 47), then
the entire foundation upon which Quentin has built his life is sand. Jehlen correctly
indicates the choice that faces Quentin at this point; once history has lost its meaning,
“there is no way out of history and time but in death” (44).
In a broader sense, Quentin’s actions can be seen as determined by his vision
of history as a whole. Robert Penn Warren discussed the contrasting ideas of
“history-as-lived” and “history-as-contemplated,” or “history-as-action” and “historyas-ritual” (277), which he maintained were competing viewpoints in the early
twentieth-century rural South. Progressive Southerners, those who favored economic
and industrial development in the region, saw history as action, a continual evolution
of events that leads to greater and greater triumphs of man. Other members of the
Southern society dismissed progress as unhealthy and detrimental to the community;
history was an already set pattern to be replayed in pageantry, with the glorious days
before the Civil War as the pinnacle of social and cultural achievement. The
comparisons of the pre-War South to the Garden of Eden emphasized its position as
the ideal; all of the so-called advances of society led the South farther and farther
from its pristine state of innocence and Godliness. The tragedy of the Lost Cause
only emphasized what had once been great and glorious, and was now in decline.
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Quentin, through his family’s long associations with lost causes, is captive to this
myth of history.
While Quentin falls in with the “history-as-ritual” advocates, he goes beyond
just remembering the past. Because Quentin is unable to see beyond the sadness and
pathos, he doesn’t see that for the most part the Cause is a gesture to the past, a past
glory to be remembered but not lived. Trying to live the Lost Cause is an impossible
act; time has marched on, and the Cause is merely a memory. Quentin’s obsession
means he cannot leave past events in the past—neither chivalry, nor defeat, nor
Caddy’s purity. Quentin is thus caught up in ritual and not action; by seeking to
return to the dynasty-creating actions of his forefathers, he traps himself in “an
imaginative venture that is more fantasy than act” (Kartiganer 384). Cleanth Brooks
emphasizes the fact that Quentin’s “code of honor has lost its connection with reality:
it is abstract, rigidified, even ‘literary’[;] he can neither repudiate nor fulfill the claims
of the code” (129). Quentin’s only way to attain the glory and the honor of the
mythical figures of the past is, then, to remove himself from the present. By doing
this, as Jackson Benson suggests, his suicide is an effort “to preserve [his] emotional
intensity, not allowing it to be dissipated by time so that his father’s detachment will
at last become his own through the process of aging” (227). The last view we have of
Quentin is his methodical preparation for his suicide; he puts on his coat and hat,
retrieves a fresh handkerchief, and brushes his teeth (109). His actions are ritualistic
and reminiscent of those of a soldier preparing for battle or a martyr facing his
execution. In Quentin’s mind, he is both. As a soldier, he carries on the glory of the
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past in his defense of Caddy’s honor and his refusal to bow to the moral quagmire of
the modern world. As a martyr, he sacrifices himself for the society that refuses to
accept his vision of the world as a place where abstract ideals should take precedence
over hedonistic pleasure. Ultimately, though, Quentin’s actions are merely
reflections of the escapist philosophy of a man who cannot face the fact that most of
what he believes is merely a myth which serves as a sop for the wounded pride of a
defeated society.
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Chapter Four
Lancelot Lamar’s “New” Old South
“[…] the extraordinary glory of a lost cause which becomes more extraordinary as it
recedes in time and in fact Robert E. Lee and the Army of Northern Virginia had long
since become for him as legendary and mythical as King Arthur and the Round
Table.” (Percy 116)
In a 1984 interview with Jo Gulledge, Walker Percy had this to say about
writing and the Southern tradition:
Of course, all Faulkner’s novels are deeply rooted in this or that
tradition, whether it’s degenerate or not. And you’re very much aware
of his looking back to the Civil War and beyond; in fact, he makes a
great point of tracing historical ancestry. Well, that doesn’t interest
me in the slightest, except...well, maybe that’s unfair...it interests me
as a backdrop to something more important. What happens when it’s
all over—when you find yourself in the second half of the twentieth
century with all this history behind you? Then what? I think a time
comes when you can spend too much time ruminating over family
sagas and epics, defeats, and the lost war. And then a time comes
when you have to figure out how to live in the here-and-now. [...] All
my characters, whether from Binx Bolling to Will Barrett to Thomas
More and the others, find themselves in a here-and-now predicament.
And the whole backdrop is this historical scene which is drawn so well
by Shelby [Foote], Eudora [Welty], and Faulkner. It’s there all right,
but my character is looking in the other direction; he’s not looking
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back. And that’s why I’ve always felt more akin to Faulkner’s
Quentin Compson than to anybody else in his fiction because he’s
trying to get away from it. He is sick of time, because time means the
past and history. So he tears the hands off his watch. He’s wandering
and wanders around this godforsaken Boston suburb, and the last place
he wants to go is back to Mississippi, to time and history. When he
says to his Canadian friend, “I don’t hate the South, I don’t,” he
protests too much. [...] I would like to think of starting where
Faulkner left off, of starting with the Quentin Compson who didn’t
commit suicide. Suicide is easy. Keeping Quentin Compson alive is
something else. (Lawson and Kramer 299-300)
In this interview, Percy says that Binx Bolling from The Moviegoer is his nonsuicidal Quentin Compson, but I suggest that his knight-errant Lancelot Lamar also
fits that billing. And I’m afraid I must also disagree with Mr. Percy’s interpretation
of Quentin, who I believe doesn’t commit suicide because he’s sick of the past but
because he can’t find a way to return to it. Quentin wants desperately to believe in
the perfection of the antebellum Garden and its inhabitants; it’s when he can’t
recreate it and must come to terms with its falsity that he removes himself from the
grip of the present. I think Lancelot also feels the pull of that past, but his solution is
the opposite. Instead of destroying himself for his inability to recapture history, he
destroys all the people and things that make him want to.
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Lancelot, quite naturally, is the story of a man on a quest. The eponymous
hero is the prototypical Southern gentleman lawyer, faded to a genteel decay much
like Jason Compson III, under the influence of too few expectations and too much
alcohol. He lives a nondescript life in the New Orleans of the 1970s, with a token
law practice, a fondness for Raymond Chandler novels, and an obsession with the
evening news. Lance lives in an antebellum plantation named Belle Isle, restored by
Margot, his Texas-oil-heiress wife. He moves along in a fog until he accidentally
discovers that his daughter Siobhan is not his own. This revelation drives him to try
to catch his wife with her lover, who he suspects is a member of a Hollywood crew
currently filming a movie at Belle Isle. The story of this quest is relayed to us and to
Lance’s priest/psychiatrist/boyhood friend “Percival” by Lance one year after the
climax of the drama in which he destroys his wife, her lover, and two others, as well
as Belle Isle, in a gas explosion during the height of a hurricane. Lance’s recitation of
the events takes place in a Center for Aberrant Behavior, where he is recovering from
amnesia and further unspecified psychiatric trauma. During his confessional, Lance
reveals that he believes himself to be a knight on a quest for an “Unholy Grail” (138),
which he determines is sin, specifically sexual sin. Like Quentin, Lancelot feels
compelled to respond when faced with female sexuality--in his case, when confronted
with his wife’s infidelity. And just as Quentin ultimately removes himself from the
equation through suicide, Lance also has plans to turn his back on society. “I will not
tolerate this age”(156), he says and makes plans to move away from the adult movie
theaters and fast food joints to a secluded hideaway in the Blue Ridge Mountains
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where he can found a new Utopia. Lance sees his actions as revolutionary, but he
fails to realize that he is really only recreating the “quests” of all the “knights” before
him.
The obvious mythical allusions in Lancelot’s name have led many critics to
explore the connections between the novel and the Arthurian legends.5 It is in this tie
that Walker Percy perhaps comes closest to Scott’s vision of the hereditary nature of
past and present. In Waverley, Scott’s portrayal of Prince Charles Edward as the
savior of the Scots was a hearkening back to the legends of Arthur, the “king over the
water” of old who would appear once more to rescue his people. Scott conflates this
medieval British mythology with the Irish legend of Fionn mac Cumhail (or Finn
McCool) and extends that theme even further by including undertones of the Christ
story, with the purpose of elevating Bonnie Prince Charlie to the realm of messianic
hero. Arthur’s prophesied return to unite the Britons found a natural successor in
Charles Edward’s plan to restore the Stuart dynasty to both Scottish and English
thrones. Charles Edward’s doomed quest became the foundation for the Confederate
Lost Cause. Though he doesn’t realize it, Lance’s intention to unite modern society
under the umbrella of his particular vision is not revolutionary but merely a cyclical
repetition of the legendary past. Lance can’t escape the cycle of history any more
than he can escape the historical baggage that weighs down his very name.6

5

For example, see C.E. Smith’s “The Unholy Grail in Walker Percy’s Lancelot,” Arthur W. Wilhelm’s
“Moviemaking and the Mythological Framework of Walker Percy’s Lancelot,” or Michael Kobre’s
“The Teller and the Tale: Walker Percy’s Lancelot as Metafiction”
6
It should be noted that Lance’s namesake, Lancelot Andrewes, was a high-ranking Anglican offical in
the courts of both Elizabeth I and her successor James I, the original Jacobite.
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Though he tries to dismiss the pressure put upon him by history and by his
family’s history in particular, it seems to me that his “peculiar quest” for “peculiar
times” is driven by his immersion in a past that he cannot escape. His worldview is
as backward-gazing as his name, and his talk of quests, knights, and his insistence on
calling his priest/psychiatrist “Percival” rather than his given name of Harry or his
religious name John undermines Walker Percy’s claim that his characters are
forward-looking. Lance is decidedly not living in the here-and-now because his focus
is always on the past. The most apparent way this is true is that Lance’s narration is
of events that have already occurred. We never see any action that he takes in the
present other than his recital of events to his listener. Even his interactions with the
catatonic woman in the next room are given to us after the fact. We only hear of
those incidents when he relates them to Percival. His recollection of the drama at
Belle Isle is also bound by the past. Sprinkled throughout his account of the previous
year’s events are his reminiscences of college days with Percival, anecdotes of his
first wife Lucy, and stories he recounts of his mother and father. He layers past event
upon past event until the present is merely a vehicle for recalling what has happened
before. We never witness a fully contemporary incident; there is always an element
of history that binds it to another time. Even his radical plan to reinvent the world has
its roots in the past. He tells Percival:
Virginia is where it will begin. And it is where there are men who will
do it. Just as it was Virginia where it all began in the beginning, or at
least where the men were to conceive it, the great Revolution, fought
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it, won it, and saw it on its way. They began the Second Revolution
and we lost it. Perhaps the Third Revolution will end differently.
It won’t be California after all. It will be settled in Virginia, where it
started. (219)
Lancelot wants to create something new, to shatter what he sees as the hypocrisy of
the present time. And yet, as he conceives this radical idea, the only way he can
begin to shape it is by placing it once again in the historical mold with which he is
familiar. He believes he can break the historical bonds that hold him, smash them
even, but all he is capable of doing is merely recycling them once more.
Perhaps one reason for this is Lance’s uncertainty about exactly who he is and
how he fits into the spectrum of history. Lance is surrounded by historical models;
when he walks into Belle Isle, there are stories of ancestral valor that fill every
corner. In his community, he’s constantly bombarded with images of past glory,
primarily of the Lost Cause genre with the cult of Lee and the reverence for the Old
South. Even Lance’s own past haunts him; he categorizes himself for Percival as “the
type who reaches the peak of his life in college and declines thereafter” (14). His life
mimics the type of fallen glory that the Lost Cause devotees embrace, with all the
best behind him. Lance recognizes the weight of this historical presence, but instead
of seeking to reconcile it with the present he would like to have, he submerges it
beneath a series of roles. In a novel filled with play-acting, Lance is the primary
thespian, and he finds himself surrounded by a supporting cast. The Hollywood
imports are naturally fulfilling crafted roles in the filming of their movie at Belle Isle.
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Lance’s wife Margot has been imitating the Southern debutante and subsequently the
grand dame of the plantation since she and her father brought their oilfield wealth to
Louisiana. Percival is behaving like a priest, listening to Lance’s story with all the
appearance of fatherly concern, and yet we the readers get the sense that there’s much
more to his person than just the clerical exterior. Lance reveals as much to us when
he points out that there’s some mysterious reason for Percival’s present job as
priest/psychiatrist, which Lance claims is a way to avoid fully embracing either role.
He also makes us wonder about Percival’s sincerity when he insinuates that some of
Percival’s habits in college, such as reading Verlaine in the fraternity house, were all
part of a show. He sees through Percival’s facade as easily as he tells us that he never
failed to recognize the “Texas country girl”(166) in Margot. Lance is able to pierce
the disguises of the other characters, just as he’s fully cognizant of all the roles he’s
playing: scion of a noble house, football hero, gentlemanly lawyer, Civil Rights
crusader, cuckolded husband, and secret avenger. Despite his awareness of this
continual playacting, Lance seems to be unable to stop adopting new parts to fill.
Even at the very end of the novel, he’s planning to create a new role—that of
revolutionary. The fabrication of parts to play is a conscious action on Lance’s part,
but it seems to be driven by an unconscious need to be something other than ordinary.
I think much of this has to do with the patterns handed down to him; he can’t be just
Lance when he’s faced with stories of King Arthur, General Lee, and his great-greatgrandfather’s knife duel. Lance appears to view the past with cynical detachment, but
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when it comes right down to it, he can’t leave it alone. He’s compelled to try to equal
it. He admits as much to Percival early in the novel when he says,
We, you and I, our families, were different from the Creoles. We lived
from one great event to another, tragic events, triumphant events, with
years of melancholy in between. We lost Vicksburg, got slaughtered
at Shiloh, defied Huey Long, and were bored to death between times.
The Creoles have the secret of living ordinary lives well. (23-24)
Lance finds it impossible to live the ordinary life when faced with the weight of
history and legend.
In this compulsion to recapture the past, Lance is certainly not an aberration.
In his house on River Road, he’s surrounded by people driven to recreate the glory of
the Old South. In a recent publication, Brian Carpenter examines Walker Percy’s
treatment of the trend of historic preservation. Carpenter notes that in Percy’s novels,
preservationists run rampant in parody with “most of them not even southerners, but
outlanders, northern émigrés, and midwestern transplants, who bought the old home
place and paid cash, dead set on restoring the South to a glory it never knew and a
grandeur that never was”(105). He also suggests that Percy’s treatment of the
homegrown Southerners, those who sell their history for profit, is no less merciless.
The crux of Carpenter’s argument is that Percy’s disdain for the preservationists
stems from the fact that the “history” they were preserving, primarily the vision of the
Old South, was a sham.
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I believe Percy clouds the picture, however, by giving us conflicting images of
how Lancelot views this fictional past. On the one hand, he very clearly sees the
fabrication with a cynical eye. There is definitely a gleam of malice as he talks about
his study (the former pigeonnier) where he sits “feeling like Jeff Davis at Beauvoir,
ready to write my memoirs” after Margot converted it by “scraping off 150 years of
pigeon shit”(18). The contrasting images of the lord of the manor and the pigeons
roosting on their perches give us a rather straightforward idea of Lance’s judgment on
family history. He also uses Belle Isle as a kind of inside joke for himself, as he gives
tours and tests the limits of the tourists’ gullibility:
Sometimes I took the tourists around Belle Isle, like my grandfather
before me. But instead of telling them Eleanor Roosevelt jokes as he
did, I gave them scholarly disquisitions on the beauty of plantation
life, somewhat tongue-in-cheek—to see how far I could go without
getting a rise from these good Midwestern folk--hell, I found out it’s
impossible to get a rise from them, they hate the niggers worse than we
ever did. [...] “Now take a look at this slave cabin, ladies and
gentlemen. Is it so bad? Nice high ceilings, cool rooms, front porch,
brick chimney, cypress floors. Great arching oaks back yard and front.
Do you prefer your little brick bungalow in Lansing?” They watched
me carefully to catch the drift and either nodded seriously or laughed.
It’s impossible to insult anybody from Michigan. (60)
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Lance is also aware it’s not the prestige of Belle Isle or his family name that cements
his standing in the community. Despite the emphasis on lineage and breeding in New
Orleans society, Lance is able to maintain his position and the family plantation only
because of the incongruous presence of the natural gas well that lies underneath Belle
Isle. Playing the part of Old South aristocrat is all well and good, but it is New South
industry that makes his life of ease possible. He is content with this union of old and
new and cynical enough to appreciate it. On the surface, Lancelot seems capable of
balancing his distrust of the myths he sees around him with his own place within
them. But when crisis strikes, i.e. his discovery of Margot’s infidelity, the balance
seems to be thrown off for him in the same way that it was for Quentin. The contrast
between what Lance seems to believe, that the past should be viewed irreverently,
contrasts sharply with how he’s compelled to act. I think that much of his confusion
surfaces when he is forced to reexamine many of the fabrications that make up his
own family history.
The most striking example of the family mythology comes through the
gradual revelations about Lancelot’s parents that he shares with Percival. Lance’s
relationship with his father seems to be the pivotal one in his development. On the
surface, he seems to accept, albeit in a subtly patronizing tone, the quiet intellectual
life that his father chose, saying “He was an ordinary newspaper poet, an ordinary
newspaper historian, and he had an ordinary newspaperman’s wonder about science”
(57). He compares his family to Percival’s and reflects that “the men in my family
(until my father) were gregarious, politically active (anti-Long), and violent” (15).
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Lancelot seems to fit the Lamar mold, but he doesn’t appear to fault his father for not
doing so. Instead, we learn that his “daddy issues” hinge on another matter entirely,
which he begins to reveal when he explains to Percival how he felt when he
discovered Margot’s infidelity:
I can only compare it to the time I discovered my father was a crook.
[...] For a couple of years he had had a political appointment with the
insurance commission with a “reform” administration. He had been
accused of being in charge of parceling out the state’s insurance
business and taking kickbacks from local agencies. Of course we
knew that could not be true. We were an honorable family. [...] So I
opened the sock drawer and found not ten dollars but ten thousand
dollars stuck carelessly under some argyle socks. [...] But you see,
that was an important discovery. For if there is one thing harder to
bear than dishonor, it is honor, being brought up in a family where
everything is so nice, perfect in fact, except of course oneself. (41-42)
For someone who seems to be rather cavalier, pun intended, about the chivalric
expectations that come with the family name, Lancelot seems to be very disturbed
when he discovers his father’s dishonor. This is only compounded when he realizes
that his father either condones or, perhaps even worse, fails to recognize his wife’s
unfaithfulness. Lance’s uncertainties about his own honor or dishonor, as well as
those unresolved feelings about his father, are brought to the forefront when he
realizes the truth about his daughter Siobhan. When confronted with Margot’s
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infidelity, it seems that Lance overreacts to make up for his father’s lack of reaction.
Though he’s able to discuss, in a seemingly rational manner, all of the family
skeletons, his actions seem to belie this rationality.
It’s here that religion once again comes into play, and I’d like to hearken back
to the contrast between evangelical and conservative Protestantism. Lancelot’s father
is Episcopalian, which is traditionally a very non-evangelical type of denomination.
However, when Lancelot begins his “quest,” it quickly takes on the feel of a crusade,
and Lance seeks out a single sin, “one pure act of malevolence”(138), with the fever
of a religious zealot. In this, Lancelot seems to mimic another of Scott’s characters,
Richard Coeur de Lion of Ivanhoe. Richard’s determination to pursue his Crusades
sprang from just such an evangelical fervor, as well as a hearty love of adventure.
Scott indicates as much in his description of the king as follows:
[...] his reign was like the course of a brilliant and rapid meteor, which
shoots along the face of heaven, shedding around an unnecessary and
portentous light, which is instantly swallowed up by universal
darkness; his feats of chivalry furnishing themes for bards and
minstrels, but affording none of those solid benefits to his country on
which history loves to pause, and hold up as an example to posterity.
(365)
Scott’s indictment of King Richard resonates with the same disdain as Twain’s
indictment of Scott for his enticing the Southern people with tales of medieval
romanticism. Lancelot, however, seems to be drawn to mimic the romantic idea of
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the knightly quest as well as the religious crusade. In Lance’s crusade, the
evangelical overtones with which he seeks his renewal are a specific rejection of his
father’s anti-action Episcopalianism and in essence a rejection of his father himself.
He returns to the fire-and-brimstone roots of revivalist religion precisely because his
father would never have done so and, in fact, didn’t do so when his own wife was
unfaithful. Religion and family relationships become interchangeable, with Lance’s
religious zeal substituting for the strong reaction he never showed in his
disappointment with his father. The substitution is in many ways the very same
action/interaction that Wilson sees in the compounding of the Lost Cause mythology
and the civil religion of the South and that Quentin perpetuates when he uses Caddy
as a proxy for his uncertain feelings about the South and its history.
Lancelot Lamar is a man who faces the same problem of the looming past
that Quentin does; his solution, however, is not to destroy himself but to try to
obliterate that past, both literally and figuratively, and start over. Quentin tries to
make the Lost Cause real; Lancelot does everything he can to undermine the myth as
it exists. David Blight maintains that there were three components to the Lost Cause:
the effort to control the perception of history, the emphasis on white supremacy, and
the cult of Southern womanhood (257). Lancelot rejects all of these. He turns his
family’s historical home into a personal parody of the plantation myth, angers his
aristocratic neighbors by becoming a liberal NAACP lawyer, and rejects the idealized
pure Southern female for marriage with a sexually free woman from outside the
Southern belle circle. It’s only after the rejection of all the past that he realizes that
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he doesn’t know what to do next. Once the past has been completely rejected, he no
longer has a pattern to follow. In this is the inherent danger of the Lost Cause
mythology. It cannot be fully embraced or fully rejected—Quentin tries the former
and destroys himself. Lancelot chooses the latter and destroys everything else. This
is why its effect on Southern society has been so devastating. Because it is so
ingrained in every aspect of the Southern mentality, and here I’m speaking of white
mentality, no one exactly knows what to do with it. We can’t leave it behind and we
can’t move forward with it; the myth leaves us trapped in a Purgatory of inbetweenedness. This is the disservice that our forefathers did us when they tried to
win the war of propaganda after losing the war of independence.
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Conclusion
So what is the status of the myth and its devotees today? I hesitate to interject
anything that sounds politically charged, as that type of commentary is not my intent
nor is it within the bounds of this project. However, I think that we are witnessing a
new version of the mythology in contemporary American culture. As evidence of
this, I point to the emergence of the “red state/blue state” divide in the last decade. It
seems the new version of the myth is the vision of the conservative American family,
valiantly fighting off the terrorists, immigrants, and the alternative lifestyle. The
iconography has morphed from the Confederate statue in the town square to the
American flag flying on the front porch and the “W” sticker on the bumper of the car.
We again are seeing the spread of what is basically a Southern phenomenon into other
regions of the country, most notably the Midwest and West, excepting the large cities
of the West Coast. It seems that author John Egerton may have been prophetic in his
1974 work The Americanization of Dixie: The Southernization of America, when he
noted an accelerating orthodoxy in the United States. He noted:
Conformity has long been a tradition in the South, and that tradition
persists now, even though there has been a substantial change in the
things to which people are expected to conform. Subcultural and
countercultural movements and alternative lifestyles have been visible
in the South in recent years, of course, as they have been all over the
United States, but they have not thrived there; in fact, the South may
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be leading the trend toward national cultural homogenization. (182183)
In his supposition, Egerton did not specify the background of the population that
advocated this type of cultural conformity, but I think we can safely assume that
many of those with this mindset are yet again the conservative Scots-Irish
descendants of those original hardy and intransigent folk who arrived on these shores
in the eighteenth century. These new mythmakers, whom I’ll call the Conservative
Patriots, mimic the old in their lament for the past, for the idea that life before was
better, more meaningful, and more worthy. There’s also a strong component of the
evangelical Calvinism that was in evidence in the aftermath of the Confederate loss—
a kind of unified self-flagellation that suggests we as a society are being punished for
sins committed.7 In doing so, these ideologues ignore the very real progress made in
the last half-century in gender and race relations, in combating disease and poverty, in
the fields of science and medicine, and in the integration of the United States into a
global society. This again is the danger of this recurring mythology—if we focus on
it, we risk missing the promise of the present. In his book, Webb calls the Scots-Irish
“the invisible people” and, in a rallying cry of ethnic pride, urges them to act
collectively, to “learn to play the modern game of group politics” (326). The rewards
for their action, he promises, will be great, for “they hold the future direction of
America in their collective hands” (326). It seems to me that Mr. Webb perhaps
overstates the necessity for unified action; if he is correct in saying that the Scots-

7

See Pat Robertson.
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Irish thus far have failed to be influential because they’ve not been organized, I must
heartily disagree. Organized or not, I believe we see the evidence of the Scots power,
especially in the South, in every nook and cranny. From the transference of the
Jacobite myths to these shores, the subsequent evolution of the powerful Lost Cause
ideology, and the current day conservative fiscal and political powerhouses, those
scruffy Scots-Irish immigrants have held more long-lasting influence than any other
group in American history. Whether that type of influence is a good thing is yet to be
seen.
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